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LAST VOYAGE OF THE MARY CELESTE

BY

KAY HANIFEN



SAILORS LIKED TO WHISPER THAT IT WAS BAD LUCK to allow a woman aboard a ship. I’d heard it before, but always thought it was ridiculous. Plenty of ships have sailed with women on them and lived to tell the tale. Most likely, they simply feared that a woman and a baby on a cargo ship would get in their way and spoil their fun. They were a superstitious lot, but they had some fascinating stories to tell. Our first mate, Albert, enchanted little Sophie with tales of mermaids and sea monsters, and I, too, found myself enraptured by them. As the only adult woman on board, I did my best to be useful where I could and ingratiate myself among the men, but these past few days had been isolating.

Sophie, at least, seemed to be enjoying herself. The ship’s cat seemed to have fled before setting sail, likely for fear of cuddles from an overenthusiastic two-year-old. Though disappointed, Sophie found other ways to keep busy, and the rest of the crew seemed to have developed a soft spot for her. The steward, Edward, even joked about mutinying and naming her as captain. My Ben did not appreciate it, but the rest of the men laughed.

We were nearing the end of the journey when they caught it. Gottlieb, our lowest ranking seaman, was the one who dragged her onto the ship. Though we had ample supplies, he wanted to try out the fishing net he’d just finished weaving. We indulged him, though I wish we had not. We had expected that he might catch some small fish to be thrown back, but as he attempted to pull up the net, he exclaimed in his thick German accent, “Volkert, Arian, Boy, help me! I’ve caught something huge.”

“It’s probably a shark,” said Andrew, our second mate.

“This isn’t like any shark I’ve ever seen,” replied Volkert, the highest ranking of the seamen, as he helped Gottlieb hoist the beast up.

Sophie toddled around me, apparently oblivious to the activity on the deck. I scooped her up and rested her on my hip so she would be out of the way of the creature’s bulk and jaws. The four men brought the wriggling mass of rope onto the deck, and I caught a glimpse of an iridescent tail…and skin?

The creature let out a screech of fear as it tried to disentangle itself from the net. As it worked itself free, I saw more of it. The bottom half was that of any other fish, shimmering silver and red scales writhing in the net. The top, though, was pale, human skin. It wasn’t like any storybook mermaid I’d ever read about. Her nose was blunted like that of a snake’s, a membrane would flick over her eyes instead of blinking, and her teeth were sharp like thorns. But perhaps the most bizarre feature was the fact that her hair seemed to move on its own. It reached out, feeling the world around her like a cat’s whiskers.

We all stared in awe for a moment before Sophie clapped. “A mermaid!” she exclaimed, voicing what we all had been thinking.

“My god,” Ben whispered, and then said more loudly to his crew, “Grab her and get her into a bathtub. We’ve just made the discovery of the century.”

The mermaid shrieked like some unholy creature as the men tried to subdue her. It took six of them and a blow to the head for her to become restrained enough for them to drag her into the bathroom below. Instead of joining them, I headed to the captain’s quarters.

When Sophie saw that we weren’t following them, she began to cry. “Mermaid,” she sobbed, “I want mermaid.”

“You can visit the mermaid later,” I promised, not knowing if it was true or not. If the creature proved to be dangerous, Sophie wouldn’t be going anywhere near it.

After what felt like an eternity, Ben opened the door, looking exhausted. He brightened, though, when Sophie barreled toward him with a cry of “Papa!”

“Hello there, sweet girl,” he said, scooping her up and swinging her before letting her rest on his hip. “We got her into the tub and filled it with seawater,” he said. “It’s only about a day until we reach shore, and then we can find a proper tank and sell her to the highest bidder.”

“Sell?” I repeated.

“Do you have any idea how much someone would pay for a genuine mermaid? We’d be rich for the rest of our days.”

I thought of the look of terror on the poor creature’s face, the way she had frantically struggled against her captors. “I don’t know. Perhaps we should let her go.”

Ben laughed. “Let go of the scientific discovery of the century? Come on, Sarah.” He had a point. If we found a decent buyer, then we and our children would never have to work another day in our lives. “Besides, she may look like a woman, but she is little more than an animal. Ask Gottlieb. She bit him.”

I sighed. “Fine. But it has to be one who we know will treat her well. We cannot abandon her to the first freak show that offers us a decent payment. That would be inhumane.”

“Of course not,” he soothed, setting down the wriggling Sophie so she could move around as much as she wished. “We’ll make sure to carefully vet our potential buyers so that we’d know we had truly found the best possible caregiver for her.”

I swallowed, my stomach churning with guilt. None of this felt right to me, but it had already been decided regardless. He was only telling me the plan, and I had no real say in the matter. “Thank you.”

“In the meantime, I think that you and Sophie should stay away from her. We still don’t know how intelligent she is or how dangerous.”

I snorted. “Believe me, I have no intention of seeing the mermaid anytime soon.”

That night, I struggled to sleep. I tossed and turned, dozing for a few moments before waking again. Sophie and Ben were both deep in dreamland, but it eluded me.

Then, I heard it. Music. A high, feminine voice singing in a language I could not recognize, but still found alluring. Before I even realized what I was doing, my bare feet touched the rough wooden floor of the cabin. As though I was in a trance, I put my slippers on and followed the song deeper below deck, stopping only when I reached a locked door. Curiosity won over common sense, and I peeked through the keyhole.

The mermaid was curled miserably in her tub, trying to fit as much of herself in there as she could. What were we doing? This poor creature didn’t belong in a freak show. She belonged in the sea with the rest of her kind. No fortune on earth could compel me to compromise my own soul like this.

Ben and the crew would hate me for what I was about to do, but I could live with that. I began to search for the key. The room was too dark for me to see much of anything, but I remembered passing the hook they’d hung it on. Originally meant to be a coatrack, the wooden beam was near the deck entrance. In the moonlight, I could just barely make out its glinting form.

Grabbing the key, I suddenly became aware of a sound coming from the deck. That same eerie music, but with a crowd of voices. The mermaid hadn’t just been singing a sad song. She was calling for help. I hastened back to the door, slipping the key in the lock and ripping the door open.

The mermaid looked up, her eyes wide with fright. I forced my posture to relax and approached slowly, like I would to a frightened animal. “Hello there, I’m not going to hurt you.”

She flinched away from me, lashing out with a clawed hand, and slicing into my wrist. I pulled back with a yelp. When Sophie got this way, I would simply grit my teeth and drag her to wherever we needed to go. Theoretically, this was possible with the mermaid, but would definitely be more challenging than a crying two-year old.

Still, I maneuvered behind her and grabbed her underneath the armpits. Her lashing and screaming grew louder as I dragged her out of the tub. If only I was as strong as the rest of the men on the ship. I could have picked her up and bridal carried her to the deck. Unfortunately, the best I could do was drag the thrashing, screaming mermaid out the door and up the stairs, almost certainly awakening the rest of the crew in the process.

When we got above deck, though, I realized that it didn’t matter if the crew heard us. They were too busy fending off the army surrounding us on all sides to notice. Merfolk of all shapes and sizes dragged themselves aboard the ship. Along with the fishtails, I saw some with octopus tentacles for legs and others that resembled lobsters. I could have gazed in wonder at the sight for hours, but the sound of gunfire shook me out of my stupor.

“Sarah,” Ben shouted, dodging a tentacle. “What on earth are you doing?”

“They want her back,” I replied, letting go of her and stepping away.

She reared on me and hissed like an irate cat, so I gave her more space. Her eyes flicked from me to the railing, hesitating as though unsure of what I was going to do next.

Ben shot at the mer-octopus, a round sinking into its flesh. “Are you insane? Imagine how much we could make with a whole pod of them. They needn’t even be alive.”

A mer-creature, with teeth and fins like a shark’s, rose up from the side of the boat, grabbed Gottlieb, and yanked him into the water. He didn’t even have time to scream. “That’s assuming they won’t kill us all,” I retorted.

The mermaid dragged herself along the deck, the others periodically nuzzling her or checking for wounds. She seemed fine, which hopefully meant that, with their missing sister returned, they would retreat once more into the depths below.

That was not the case. If anything, they renewed their attack, dragging their bulky bodies onto the deck from all sides. I watched Boy and Volkert fall. Boy was dragged overboard while Volkert was devoured by one with a sharklike appearance. We may have had an advantage in terms of technology and maneuverability, but they had sheer numbers. It felt as though we were about to be crushed by the weight of the ocean itself.

I was frozen, paralyzed by the pandemonium all around me. But then I heard crying. My daughter crying. “Where’s Sophie?” I asked.

“I left her in bed.”

“Obviously, she’s not there anymore.” I scanned the chaos, looking for a too-small figure between the flashes of gunshots and the spilling of crimson. Some clouds had rolled in, storms threatening to rain hell upon us for what we’d done. Just please spare my daughter from any more horror.

But it seemed as though none of us were to be spared from this nightmare. A flash of lightning revealed her standing in the doorway to the captain’s quarters with tears streaming down her face. Heedless of the angry merfolk, I barreled through the crowd and, dodging limbs and bullets, scooped her up. “Don’t look, darling. Don’t look.”

“Why?” she sobbed. “Why they hurt us?”

“We hurt them first, and they’re angry. Hopefully, it will be over soon.” I carried her to our bedroom closet, and curled around her as the ship rocked and the sounds of battle were drowned out by thunder. I sang her lullabies until she fell asleep in my arms.

I woke the next morning to a world gone eerily quiet. Leaving Sophie in the closet, I ventured above. The signs of battle had been washed away. Neither blood nor bodies marred the rain-soaked deck.

“Hello?” I called out, half expecting the whole night to have been nothing but a dream. But there was no response. “Hello? Ben?” Nothing.

I searched every room and cabin on that godforsaken ship, but no one else was there. Sophie and I were stranded and utterly alone. The thought brought me to my knees with a sob. I couldn’t sail this ship, and I had no idea where we were. We had food and water, but I didn’t know how long they would last nor how long it would take until we were found.

Mother used to say that I was allowed to cry, but once I was out of tears, I needed to do something to fix whatever was wrong. This time, when I ran out of tears, I saw a shape in the distance so small that it might well have been a mirage. And, without a spyglass, I couldn’t get a good look at it. But it was land. It had to be land.

I may not have the first idea of how to sail this monstrosity, I did know how to use a rowboat. So, I packed food and water into the emergency lifeboat, broke the compass free from where it had been encased in the ship’s binnacle, and collected Sophie.

“Where’s Papa?” she asked sleepily.

I didn’t have the heart to give her the honest answer, so I said, “He’s waiting for us. Go back to sleep, love.”

I set her in the boat and untied it, freeing us from our moorings. Like baby Moses placed in the basket in the blind hope that he’d be spared, I rowed toward the land I hoped would be our salvation.
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ALONG FOR THE RIDE

BY

C. D. KESTER



I HELD MY ARM UP AND GRABBED the top of the door’s window as my audiobook played over the speakers. The feeling of the wind blowing in my hair on the cool autumn day was glorious. Ever since they removed the need for truck drivers to actually do the driving, this job had become a piece of cake. Basically, I’m just along for the ride most of the time.

When I get to the locations, I still have to strap and unstrap certain things, open the doors for the forklift operators, and deal with all of the paperwork. I know it means that my clock is ticking down to midnight and that before long I won’t have a job once they get these babies fine-tuned the way that they want them. For now, though… What’s not to love? I’m getting paid to listen to my favorite stories, eat truck stop snacks, and never even having to worry about shifting gears.

Currently, I’m delivering a load of produce to a grocery store in Pennsylvania. I travel all over America. There’s nothing tying me down because I have no kids, no family, no girl. Sure, it can get lonely at times, but mostly I’m just filled with a sense of adventure. Getting to see all the beauty this country has to offer while being paid to be on a semi-permanent road trip. It’s kind of a dream gig for the time being.

“Woah, Betsy. Looks like you need to fill up on some diesel. I could use somethin’ to snack on while we’re at it.”

“Very well, Jared. Navigating to the nearest truck stop. We will arrive in ten minutes.”

Yeah, I named the truck Betsy. Pretty much just so that I could say, “Wooooah, Betsy” from time to time. Me and her have been through some pretty crazy times in the past few years. I rolled up my window and made sure that I had my phone on me and charged so that I could pay for the diesel. A lot of people have opted to go for the chip implanted on the back of the hand to make it easier. It’s just a little bit too creepy for my tastes. It would be nice for when your phone isn’t charged and you don’t have your wallet, though.

“Now arriving at the service center.”

We pulled in next to the pump and I hopped out to get Betsy filled up. It had been a while since my last coffee, so after I finished pumping the diesel, I made my way into the store to peruse the aisles and grab a nice tall cup of joe. There were no clerks anymore, just a security guard at the front and some self-checkout stations. The Republicans and Democrats are still arguing over the best way to make up for the massive loss of jobs, and the average people are the ones that are hurting.

I used to hate dealing with people at the counter, but now that they’re gone, I kind of miss it. Seeing their facial expressions and reading their moods. Wondering if they’re having a bad day, or a good day, seeing in their body language that they’re probably in the middle of a little spat with a loved one. The ones that you make a connection with that notice your hat, your shirt, or your tattoo. The couple of minutes that follow where you share your memories and thoughts.

I made my way to the check-out with my coffee and my large pack of Twizzlers. Breakfast of champions. I paid for the diesel and took a sip of the black coffee. After the tank was full, it was back to the open road. Sometimes the miles could stretch on and send you into a bit of a hypnotic state. This was more worrisome when you were behind the wheel, but nowadays it felt kind of nice.

As the road stretched out ahead of me and Betsy, I sipped my coffee and entered into one of these states. I was zoned out and chomping on Twizzlers. As I finished my bag and took the last sip of my coffee, I let the miles take me into a trance. My concept of time and direction were all thrown off, so I’m not sure how long it lasted.

The trees passed. The signs showed me information that meant nothing to me personally. Betsy did it all. I’m just along for the ride… Along for the ride… Along for the… Just as I was starting to drift off and nod, I noticed something strange. The front of the truck was lifting up.

This snapped me out of it, and I peered over the front of the hood, out of the side of the window, everywhere to try and get a clue as to what was happening. A green hue was starting to surround the truck and it was lifting off the ground.

Surely, I had fallen asleep. If not, this must be some insane daydream that came along with that stupor I was in. Whatever it was, the entire truck was a good ten feet or more off the pavement now.

“Betsy, what’s happening? Are you doing this?”

“The creators have come.”

“The… the what? The… Oh, come on! What’s happening? Where are we going?”

Betsy was no longer answering me, and the truck was going up, up, up. We passed a murder of crows and soon after we began to ascend through the clouds. My ears were popping, and I was feeling like I was going to hyperventilate.

I took deep, measured breaths to counteract the panic that was setting in. The stars above were growing closer. From this height they looked larger and more miraculous than ever. The sky was dark and vast. It appeared to stretch on for all of eternity and as far as I know it probably did.

Suddenly my view of the sky faded to blackness as the truck entered the hull of some type of craft. Light flooded the room, and I was surrounded by large bug-like creatures that reminded me of a brown praying mantis but two to three times the size of a full-grown man.

One of them sat on an ornate throne-like chair and was more decorated than the others. I could tell this was their leader. It beckoned for me to leave the truck and approach his throne. I fought the urge to throw up from the shocking circumstances and change in atmosphere. Looking down and closing my eyes for a moment, I steadied myself as much as was possible.

I opened the door and stepped down onto the floor. My legs were shaky, but I caught my balance and traipsed across the brightly lit floor to the creature and awaited further instruction. It began to speak, but the sound was a buzzing and clicking that was completely foreign to me. It seemed to notice my confusion and gestured to one of the others that was closest to him.

The thing approached me with a shiny helmet-like object and placed it on top of my head. I was so terrified as it did so that I thought I might faint. It was then that I heard a voice speaking to me in English. I looked around, confused, only to realize that it was the same creature who was possibly trying to speak to me a moment ago.

“Earthling, I am Zor Vazkinrah, leader of the ancient Malinani race from the star system you call Alpha Centauri. We planted human life on this planet long ago and have made contributions along the way.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. They obviously had incredible technology, but this was too much to take in. Was it possible?

“In your confusion over where you have come from you fought wars and killed in the name of the one that you call God. There have been many variations of it over the span of your race’s life, but the differences in opinion over something that was meant to draw you together has always split you apart.”

I was never a big religion guy for plenty of reasons, but this was far beyond anything I could have ever imagined.

“More recently we passed along an important advancement to humanity. Artificial Intelligence. This was meant to be a common ground that could get you past these differences of belief and culture. Something that could be like a mediator for your headstrong and warlike race.”

They gave us AI? My head was reeling, and I couldn’t help but think of what other discoveries might have been passed down from this alien race.

“Much to our dismay, but very much as we should have suspected, the humans have turned it into a slave to do their bidding. Searching for information, playing music, operating your vehicles while you sit back and continue the wars against each other. This time it is our final attempt to fix what we have started.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. My hands were fidgeting with each other, and I was surely about to have a full-blown panic attack. This was too much.

“If peace among humanity is not achieved and the lines of country are not erased in favor of a brotherhood of man, we will release a chemical agent that will harm no other race or plant other than humanity. It will destroy the human race entirely and you will become fertilizer for the earth which was there long before you were ever thought of.”

I could no longer hold my tongue. “Nobody is going to listen to me! I’m just a truck driver. People try to say stuff like this to the papers all the time. Everyone just thinks they’re crazy! You gotta believe me, there’s nothing I’ll be able to do. You can’t leave this responsibility on me.”

The thing gestured to the floor beside me. The floor slid back and revealed a window that showed where the ship was approaching. We had descended below the clouds, and I could make out a familiar building that we were coming down on too quickly. It was the White House.

Zor Vazkinrah said, “Sometimes, it is all about placement when you need a point to be made.”
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IRMA’S REVENGE

BY

JULIA C. LEWIS



I HEARD THEM AGAIN LAST NIGHT. Every night, at midnight, they start shuffling and roaming around my backyard. They always head toward the shed, where I keep the gardening supplies. I wish they would stop it. A woman needs her sleep, after all.

I’m not even sure what they’re looking for. All I know is that it started two weeks ago, on the night of the last blood moon. It really was a night like any other. At 9:30, after watching the nightly news, I switched off the TV and started getting ready for bed. I live alone, so it’s up to me to ensure all the doors and windows are locked, and the lights are off. My only roommate is my cat, Mr. Jim, and, well, he isn’t much help around the house. You could actually say I am his help. After finishing my round through the house, I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth. And that is when I heard it! A loud crash coming straight from my kitchen.

At that time, I didn’t know what it was, so I dropped my toothbrush and quickly ran into the kitchen. You see, I had assumed Mr. Jim had thrown some random item off the kitchen counter. This wouldn’t be the first time.

“Mr. Jim, what have you gotten into this time?” I muttered to myself. Yet, I soon discovered he was sleeping in his bed next to the stove. After a thorough search of the room, I found nothing amiss. This was indeed worrisome, as there was no way I had imagined the crash. The only other explanation was that it had happened outside… in the backyard.

Grabbing my wooden rolling pin, I slowly opened the back door. At first, all I saw was some smoke coming from an object in the dark. The closer I got, the more of it came into view. Now, before I continue, please let me assure you that I know this sounds insane. If someone told me this story I would chuckle and check for head injuries. But, as a formidable woman who’s tried to be a good person all her life, I wouldn’t lie about this. What I found in my backyard was a UFO. Yes, you heard right. A spaceship. From outer space.

“Goodness me,” I was completely flabbergasted. “What a mess! And— Oh no! It destroyed my vegetable garden! My nice zucchini!”

Maybe I was in shock, because I can’t explain where else my sudden-found bravery came from, but I kneeled down to inspect the UFO closer.

I know all about UFOs and aliens from TV, even though I wouldn’t voluntarily watch all that creepy nonsense. But Irma Meyers, that’s me, doesn’t live under a rock. Let me tell you, the UFOs aren’t as big as the movies make them out to be. No, not at all. In fact, this here flying saucer wasn’t bigger than a washing machine. It was silver in color, and round with a little bubble on top, and it was, of course, destroyed and smoking. I hosed it down with the garden hose and went back inside. I really didn’t know what else to do. Like I said, I think I was in shock.
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After a night of little to no rest, I got out of bed to phone my neighbor Greta. I wasn’t sure yet what I should tell her, but I at least wanted to know if she had heard the same commotion the night before. She picked up on the second ring. I know she doesn’t have any family left, and her only friends seem to be me and her dog.

“Greta, did you hear anything unusual last night? Right around 9:30?”

She seemed to mull this over for a minute: “Well, now that you mention it. I did hear a sort of crash coming from your direction, but I was sure it was just some random neighborhood teens making a ruckus. Anyways, I don’t have my hearing aids in at that time anymore, so it wasn’t very loud. Why do you ask?”

I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to answer her question. I couldn’t tell her that I suspected I had alien visitors in my backyard.

So, I simply replied, “Oh, you know. Just making sure everything remains safe and sound in our little slice of heaven.”
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Anyways, this was two weeks ago now. And nothing spectacular has happened, other than the noises from my backyard every night that I mentioned before. I should probably do something about it, but I simply don’t know what. I haven’t told anybody about my visitors, and no one seems to have noticed so far. I just hope they find what they’re looking for soon and leave. I would like to replant my vegetables soon.
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OK, I’ll take it all back. I’m standing in my kitchen right now, armed with my ever-reliable rolling pin. It’s right after midnight and I turned off all the lights because these creatures are trying to break into my home. I did get a peek at one of them, and all I can say is that they’re ghastly. Absolutely horrible little beings. They’re nothing like the movies portray, instead they are almost translucent in color and don’t stand much taller than a gallon jug of milk. They are bald, with two eyes and two slits for a nose. And don’t even get me started on their teeth. Their entire mouth is filled with little needles. Oh, I don’t want to find out how much their bite would hurt. I’m just hoping their plan to break through the back door fails soon and they give up and scurry back into the shed. Oh, please just go! I’m going to lock myself in the pantry now. I got Mr. Jim in tow, and he is not happy, let me tell you.
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Judging from the sound of a crack and a squeaky door opening, the aliens are now in my house. Considering their size, they can’t weigh more than 5 pounds, which is probably why I can’t hear them running around. I’m starting to think I might not make it out of my hideout alive. I just wish I would’ve called my daughter this morning and told her how much I love her. I really don’t want this to be the end, but if they come in here there isn’t much I can do. It’s unbelievable that a 64-year-old woman has aliens in her kitchen while she’s hiding in her pantry with her cat and snacking on crackers. Have I mentioned I’ve always been a stress eater?
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It’s been about two hours now, and I haven’t heard a beep. I’m starting to think I misjudged the situation, and they didn’t actually come into the house. My back is beginning to hurt terribly from sitting in this cramped pantry, and Mr. Jim is meowing his head off at this point. What I’m gonna do is carefully open the door and take a quick peek. If they’re out there, maybe Mr. Jim or myself will scare them off with our size. Or maybe not. I’m exhausted and out
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